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(54) Ergonomic control panel for a portable electric generator 



(57) A control panel for a portable electric generator 
The control panel Includes three distinct zones having 
logically organized switches and outlets. The first zone 
includes those switches used most frequently. The sec- 
ond zone Includes a plurality of 120 VAC electrical out- 
lets and at least one 120/240VAC outlet. The 120VAC 
outlets are separated from the 120/240 VAC outlet by a 



horizontally arranged, rocker style voltage selector 
switch for selecting either 120/240VAC or 120VAC op- 
eration. A third zone Includes an auto throttle control for 
controlling an engine of the generator. The placement 
and organization of the switches and electrical outlets 
within clearly defined zones reduces the possbillty of 
the operator unintentionally selecting the wrong outlet 
for use or unintentionally selecting the wrong switch. 
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Description 

[0001] The present Invention relates to control panels 
for devices such as portable electric generators, and 
more particularly to an ergonomlc control panel for a a 
portable electric generator. 

[0002] Portable electric generators are used in a wide 
variety of applications. Such applications Include use at 
construction sites for powering various electric power 
tools such as drills, saws, lights, electric heaters, etc., to 
as we I as In residential applications tor providing a 
back-up sou rce of electric power In the event of a power 
outage. Such portable electric generators typically have 
a control panel with a plurality of electrical outlets and 
switches for selecting ce -tain outlets thereof for use. For 1* 
example, generators which provide either 120 VAC or 
240VAC use a switch by which the user selects either 
120 VAC or 240 VAC operation. Circuit breakers are also 
often included at various locations on the control panel. 
[0003] Typically the above-described outlets, break* 20 
ers and switches are not logically organized on the gen- 
erator control panel. This can lead to considerable con- 
fusion on the part of the user In the event the user Is in 
a hurry to plug a power cord Into one of the outlets of 
the generator or if lighting conditions are not acceptable, 25 
leading to difficulty in the operator seeing the switches, 
outlets or breakers that the user needs to access. 
[0004] Accordingly, It would be highly beneficial to 
provide a control panel for a portable electric generator 
that logically groups the various switches, outlets and so 
circuit breakers used to control operation of the gener- 
ator Into different areas or "zones". More specifically, It 
would be highly advantageous to provide a plurality of 
distinct zones on the control panel wherein the various 
outlets, breakers and switches of the generator are 35 
grouped within each zone In a fashion that significantly 
eases the use of the generator and reduces the possi- 
bility of operator error In selecting outlets, switches or 
breakers. 

[0005] The present Invention relates to a control panel 
for a portable electric generator The control panel is 
segmented Into a plurality of distinct regions or "zones". 
Each zone includes logically related and organized 
components to minimize the possibility of the operator 
accidentally selecting the wrong control or mlstaklngly *5 
trying to engage the plug of a power extension cord with 
an Improper (I.e., non-mating) electrical outlet of the 
generator. 

[0O0S] In a preferred embodiment, an ON/OFF engine 
switch is included in the first zone. A plurality of electrical so 
receptacles are Included within a second zone disposed 
adjacent to the first zone. A third zone Includes a control 
for controlling thelnternal combustion engine of the gen- 
erator. 

[0007] In one preferred embodiment the first zone el- 55 
so comprises a circuit breaker switch. The circuit break- 
er switch and the ON/OFF engine switch are further dis- 
posed at longitudinally opposite ends of the first zone to 



reduce the possibility of the operator mlstaklngly engag- 
ing one of these switches when the operator Intended 
to engage the other one of the switches. 
[Q0O8] The second zone Includes at least one, and 
more preferably a plurality, of electrical outlets for sup- 
plying a first voltage, and at least one outlet for supplying 
a second voltage. In one preferred form the first outlets 
provide 120VAC and the second outlet provides 
240VAC. The 240VAC outlet is further disposed at a lon- 
gitudinally opposite end of the seco nd zone from the first 
outlets to minimize the possibility of the operator mls- 
taklngly trying to plug In a power cord plug Into the wrong 
outlet. The 240 VAC outlet is further separated from the 
120VAC outlets by a voltage selector switch for select- 
ing either 120VAC or 240VAC operation. A plurality of 
thermal circuit breakers are further disposed closely ad- 
jacent each of the outlets to provide a dear indication 
when the current being drawn by a given outlet has ex- 
ceeded a maximum predetermined level, thus "tripping" 
the breaker. 

[0009] In the preferred embodiments, each of the 
zones are further laid out as horizontally disposed, rec- 
tangular zones positioned adjacent one another Op- 
tionally, one or more longitudinal frame members of a 
frame of the generator may be used to demarcate the 
zones from one another. The frame members also pro- 
vide protection from accidental damage to electrical 
components on the control panel. 
[001 0] Further areas of applicability of the present In- 
vention will become apparent from the detailed descrip- 
tion provided hereinafter. It should be understood that 
the detailed description and specific examples, while In- 
dicating the preferred embodiment of the Invention, are 
intended for purposes of Illustration only and are not In- 
tended to limit the scope of the Invention. 
[0011] The present Invention will become more fully 
understood from the detailed description and the ac- 
companying drawing, wherein: 

Figure 1 1s a perspective view of a generator Incor- 
porating a control panel in accordance with a pre- 
ferred embodiment of the present invention; 
Figure 2 is an enlarged view of just the control panel 
and a portion of the generator frame; and 
Figure 3 Is an end view of a portion of the generator. 

[0012] Referring to Figure 1 , there Is shown a control 
panel 1 0 used with a portable electric generator 1 2. The 
generator 12 includes a frame 14 for supporting an in- 
ternal combustion engine 1 6. An electric generator (hid- 
den from view) Is coupled to an output shaft C the en- 
gine 10. 

[0013] Referring to Figure 2, the control panel 10 Is 
shown in greater detail. The control panel 1 0 Includes a 
plurality of switches and electrical receptacles which are 
logically and economically arranged to provide signifi- 
cantly Increased ease of use of the generator 1 2. To this 
end, the control panel 10 Is divided Into a plurality of 
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distinct regions or "zones" 18. 20 and 22. The frame 14 
further Includes tubular frame member* 14a, 14b and 
14c which are disposed generally parallel to one anoth- 
er, and which further help to demarcate the th ree distinct 
zones 18, 20 and 22 of the control panel 1 0 and to pro- * 
tect me components on the control panel from damage 
due to accidental contact with other tools or objects. 
Each zone 16, 20 and 22 comprises a horizontally laid 
out, generally rectangular area, and each of the zones 
are arranged parallel to one another. The uppermost 10 
zone 18 Includes an ON/OFF engine switch 24 at one 
longitudinal end of the zone 1 8 and a main circuit break- 
er switch 26 at the opposite longitudinal end of the zone. 
The switches 24 and 28 are further separated by an In- 
dicia member or area 26 in which a company name or * J 
other indicia Identifying the manufacturer of the gener- 
ator 1 2 may be Included. The first zone 1 8 of the control 
panel 10 18 farther formed so as to be Inclined slightly 
relative to the other zores 20 and 22, as indicated In 
Figure 3, to present slightly easier access to the switch- so 
es 24 and 26. Each of me switches 24 and 26 are Illus- 
trated as rocker style switches, but It will be appreciated 
that push button switches, slide style switches, toggle 
style switches or virtually any other form of switch could 
easily oe incorporated in lieu of rocker style switches. 25 
[0014] The second zone 20 is also configured as an 
elongated, rectangular region. The second zone 20 In- 
cludes a plurality of electrical receptacles or outlets 30, 
32, 34 and 36 arranged within a first subreglon 20a. Out- 
lets 30 and 36 comprise conventional twist lock recep- so 
tacles for use with ma;ing male twist lock electrical 
plugs! Outlets 30 and 36 preferably are capable of sup- 
plying 20 to 30 amps of current. Electrical outlets 32 and 
34 are ground fault Interrupter (GFI) electrical outlets 
which each supply 120 VAC and preferably up to 20 ss 
amps of current or more. 

[001 5] Thermal circuit breakers 38, 40, 42 and 44 are 
each associated with a respective one of the outlets 
30-36. Advantageously, each thermal breaker 38-44 Is 
disposed closely adjacent me electrical receptacle 
30-36 with which It Is associated. Thus, thermal breaker 
38 Is associated with outlet 30, thermal breaker 40 is 
associated with outlet 32, thermal breaker 42 is associ- 
ated with outlet 34 and thermal breaker 44 is associated 
with outlet 36. 43 
[0018] With further reference to Figure 2, a voltage 
selector switch 46 le disposed within a second subre- 
glon 20b of region 20 while a 1 20/240VAC electrical out- 
let 48 is disposed within a third subzone 20c of zone 20. 
The voltage selector switch 46 in one preferred from so 
comprises a rocker style switch which Is laid out hori- 
zontally. Indicia 46a to ths left of switch 46 Indicates to 
the user mat depressing the left side of ths switch se- 
lects the outlets 30-36 for maximum 120VAC power. 
Pressing the right side of switch 46 selects outlet 48 for » 
240VAC operation. The placement of me switch 46 In- 
between me group of outlets 30-36 and outlet 48, along 
with Its horizontal positioning, helps to ensure that me 



operator realizes which electrical receptacles are being 
selected tor use. By requiring me operator to push me 
left side of the switch 46 If one or more of the electrical 
outlets 30-36 are to be used, or to depress me right side 
of me switch 46 if out let 48 Is to be used, mere Is a further 
degree of logical control introduced Into the selection of 
which outlets 30-36 and 48 me operator Is selecting for 
use. 

[0017] Another advantage to me above-described 
layout Is that me 12Q/240VAC electrical outle: 48 la dis- 
posed at me longitudinally opposite end of the zone 20b 
from me 120VAC electrica outlets 30-36. This further 
helps to reduce the possibility mat me operator may in- 
advertently attempt to plug a 1 20VAC electrical slug Into 
me 12G/240VAC outlet 48. 

[0018] The th Ird zone 22 Includes an "Idle Control" on/ 
off switch 52. Thte switch Is typically used less frequently 
man switches 24, 26 or 46, and Is therefore disposed at 
th a lowermost area of the control panel 1 0. Swhches 24 
and 26, being much more commonly used, are disposed 
in me first zone 18. The auto throttle on/off switch 52 Is 
used to choose whether or not me gas snglne 16 will 
run at one constant speed, or throttle up and throttle 
down automatically depending on current draw on me 
generator 12. 

[0019] From the foregoing, men, It will be appreciated 
mat the control panel 10 of me present Invention pro- 
vides me switches, electrical outlets and circuit breakers 
typically used with a portable electric generator In a 
nighty logically organized arrangement. The arrange- 
ment of me control panel 10 into distinct zones further 
significantly reduces the possibility of me user uninten- 
tionally attempting to engage the wrong electrical outlet 
with a given electrical plug, "he placement of me various 
control switches also significantly improves the conven- 
ience of use of me control panel 10 by locating those 
switches which are accessed most frequently at the up- 
per area of the control panel, while switches which are 
accessed less frequently are disposed at lower loca- 
tions on me control panel. The generally central place- 
ment of the voltage selector switch 46 further helps to 
ensure that me operator will not accidentally select me 
wrong electrical outlet for use. 
[0020] Those skilled in me art can now appreciate 
from me foregoing description that the broad teachings 
of the present Invention can be Implemented In a variety 
of forms. Therefore, while mis Invention has been de- 
scribed In connection with particular examples thereof, 
me true scope of me invention should not be so limited 
since other modifications will become apparent to me 
skilled practitioner upon a study of the drawings, spec- 
ification and following claims. 



Claims 

1. A control panel for a portable electric generator, 
comprising: 
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a tint zone Including at least an ON/OFF switch 
for the generator; 

a second zone disposed adjacent said first 
zone, said second zone including: 

a first electrical outlet disposed adjacent a 
flret longitudinal end of said second zone; 
and a second electrical outlet disposed ad- 
jacent a second longitudinal end of said 
eecond zone opposite to said first longttu- io 
dlnal end; 

eald first electrical outlet providing a first 
voltage output and said second electrical 
outlet providing a second voltage output 
which differs from said first voltage output; u 
and 

a voltage selector switch disposed longitu- 
dinally In-between eald first and second 
electrical outlets for allowing a user to se- 
lect either said first outlet or said second so 
outlet for use. 

~he control panel of claim 1 . further comprising a 
third zone disposed adjacent said second zone and 
including a throttle control. 25 

~he control panel of dalm 1 , wherein each of said 
first and second zones comprise rectangular zones 
orientated horizontally and parallel to one another. 

30 

"Tie control panel of claim 1 , wherein said ON/OFF 
switch Is disposed at a first longitudinal end of said 
first zone; and 

wherein said first zone further comprises a cir- 
cuit breaker disposed at a second longitudinal end & 
of eakJ first zone opposite to said first longitudinal 
end. 

~he control panel of claim 4, wherein said ON/OFF 
switch and said circuit breaker are separated by an <c 
Indicia panel disposed at a longitudinally central po- 
sition of said first zone. 

"he control panel of claim 1 , wherein: 

43 

said first electrical outlet is disposed within a 
first subzone of said second zone, and wherein 
said first subzone Includes a plurality of first 
electrical outlets disposed in side-by-side rela- 
tionship with one another 50 
said second electrical outlet is disposed within 
a second subzone of said second zone; and 
said voftage selector switch Is disposed within 
a third subzone of said second zone generally 
horizontally inbetween said first subzone and ss 
said second subzone. 

"he control panel of claim 1 , wherein said first and 



second zones are demarcated by a plurality of gen- 
erally parallel extending frame members of a frame 
of said generator. 

8. The control panel of claim 1 , wherein said f rat zone 
is inclined relative to said second zone to thereby 
place said ON/OFF switch at an angle which Is eas- 
ier for a user to access. 

9. A control pan el for a portable electric generator hav- 
ing a frame, comprising: 

a horizontally extending, rectangular first zone 
including at least one switch for controlling the 
generator; 

a horizontally extending, rectangular second 
zone disposed vertically adjacent said first 
zone, said second zone Including: 

a first electrical outlet disposed adjacent a 
first longitudinal end of said second zone: 

and a eecond electrical outlet dis- 
posed adjacent a second longitudinal end 
of said eecond zone opposite to said first 
longitudinal end; 

said first electrical outlet providing a 
first voftage output and said second elec- 
trical outlet providing a second voltage out- 
put which differs from said first voltage out- 
put; and 

wherein said first and second zones are fur- 
ther demarcated by at least one longitudinally ex- 
tending frame member of said frame of eald gener- 
ator 

10. The control panel of cairn 9, wherein said switch 
comprises an ON/OFF switch. 

11. The control panel of claim 9, further comprising a 
voltage selector switch disposed within eald second 
zone longitudinally Inbetween said first and second 
electrical outlets for allowing a user to select either 
said first electrical outlet or said second electrical 
outlet for use. 

12. The control panel of claim 9, wherein said voltage 
selector switch comprises a horizontally disposed 
rocker style switch. 

13. Thecontroi panel of cla m 10, wherein said ON/OFF 
switch Is disposed adjacent a first longttuclna) end 
of said first zone; and 

further comprising a circuit breaker switch dis- 
posed adjacent a second longitudinal end of said 
first zone opposite to said first longitudinal end. 

14. The control panel of claim 13, further corrpislng an 



7 



EP 1 265 340 A2 



B 



Indicia panel disposed Inbetween sakj ON/OFF 
switch and said circuit breaker switch within said 
first zone. 

15. ~he control panel of claim 9, further comprising a 
rectangular third zone disposed adjacent and par- 
allel to said second zone, said third zone including 
a control for controlling an engine of said generator 



21 . The control panel of claim 19. wherein said switch 
comprises a horizontally orientated rocker style 
switch. 

* 22. The control panel of claim 1 9, further comprising a 
third zone disposed horizontally and adjacent to 
said second zone; sale third zone including a con- 
trol for controlling an engine of said generator. 



1 6. ~he control panel of clam 1 3, wherein said ON/OFF 
switch and said circuit breaker switch both comprise 
vertically oriented rocker style switches. 

17. "~he control panel of claim 15, wherein said first, 
second and third zones are demarcated by a plu- 
rality of parallel disposed frame members of said 
frame of said generator. 

18. ~ he control panel of claim 9, wherein said second 
zone further comprises a plurality of thermal break- 
ers each associated with a respective one of said 
electrical outlets and each disposed closely adja- 
cent its respective said electrical outlet. 

19. A control panel for a portable electric generator, 
comprising: 

a horizontally extending, rectangular first zone 
Including at least an ON/OFF swttch for the 
generator and a circuit breaker disposed at op- 
posite longitudinal ends of said first zone; 
a horizontally extending, rectangular second 
zone disposed vertically adjacent said first 
zone, said second zone Including: 

a first electrical outlet disposed adjacent a 
first longitudinal end of said second zone; 
and 

a second electrical outlet disposed adja- 
cent a second longitudinal end of said sec- 
ond zone opposite to said first longitudinal 
end; 

said first electrical outlet providing a first 
voltage output and said second electrical 
outlet providing a second voltage output 
which differs from said first voltage output; 
and 

a switch disposed inbetween said first and 
second electrical outlets within said sec- 
ond zone for selecting for use one or the 
other of said first and second electrical out- 
lets. 

20. ~he control panel of claim 19, wherein said first and 
second zones are demarcated by a plurality of gen- 
erally parallel extending frame members of a frame 
of said generator. 



10 23. The control panel of claim 1 9, further comprising a 
plurality of thermal breakers disposed adjacent re- 
spective ones of said electrical outlets and each be- 
ing operably associated with respective ones of 
said respective electrical outlets. 

13 

24. The control panel of daJm 1 9, wherein said first out- 
let Is disposed within a first subzone of said second 
zone and said second electrical outlet Is disposed 
within a second subzone of said second zone; and 

wherein said first subzone Includes a plurality 
of electrical outlets disposed In a generally horizon- 
tally extending arrangement. 

25. The control panel of clam 19. wherein said ON/OFF 
switch comprises a vertically orientated rocker style 
switch. 

26. The control panel of claim 1 9. wherein sa d circuit 
breaker switch comprses a vertically orientated 
rocker style swttch. 

27. The control panel of clam 19, wherein said ON/OFF 
swttch and said circuit breaker switch are separated 
by an indicia panel. 

28. A control panel for a portable electric generator, 
comprising: 

a horizontally extending, rectangular first zone 
including at least a first switch and a second 
switch disposed at opposite longitudinal ends 
of eakJ first zone; 

a horizontally extending, rectangular second 
zone disposed vertically adjacent said first 
zone, said second zone including: 

a first electrical outlet disposed adjacent a 
first longitudinal end of said second zone; 
and a second electrical outlet disposed ad- 
jacent a second longitudinal end of said 
second zone opposite to said first longitu- 
dinal end; 

said first electrical outlet providing a first 
voltage output and said second electrical 
outlet providing a second voltage output 
which differs from said first voltage output; 

a third swttch disposed Inbetween sa d first and 
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second electrical outlets within said second 
zone for selecting for use one or the other of 
said first and second electrical outlets; and 
at least one frame member of a frame of said 
generator for demarcating at least one of said a 
first and eeconc zones. 

29. ""he control panel of claim 28, further comprising a 
plurality of frame members for demarcating said 
first and second zores. to 

30. "he control panel cf claim 28, wherein said third 
switch comprises a horizontally orientated rocker 
style switch. 

13 

31. "he control panel of claim 28, wherein said first 
switch comprises an ON/OFF switch 

32. ~he control panel of claim 28, wherein said second 
switch comprises a circuit breaker switch. so 

33. "he control panel of claim 2a, further comprising a 
third zone disposed adjacent said second zone and 
including a fourth switch for controlling said gener- 
ator. 25 

34. ~he control panel of claim 28, further comprising a 
plurality of thermal breakers each associated with 
a respective one of said electrical outlets. 
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